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and leaders in the study of intergroup contact, offers not only a comprehensive 
review of the relevant literature but also an insightful analysis and integration of the 
extensive work on this topic. The volume is logically organized, comprehensive 
in its scope, grounded solidly in relevant theory, sensitive to issues of practical 
implementation and constraints, and enlightening in how it identifies novel and 
important directions for future research. It is a “go-to” resource for anyone wanting 
to learn more about how to improve intergroup relations through intergroup 
contact and an authoritative resource for students and researchers already invested 
in this topic. Drawing to a substantial degree on their own important and innovative 
research, the authors highlight how indirect forms of contact, such as learning 
about or observing others’ intergroup interactions, such as through the media, can 
play a profound role in combatting bias and creating stable, positive, and productive 
relations between groups. The book is timely, socially and theoretically. It is also 
forward-looking and innovative; the authors have set a promising agenda for both 
research and practice in this area for many years to come’.
– John Dovidio, Professor, Yale University, US
‘This important and wide-ranging book illustrates the enduring value of intergroup 
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the media. But it also applies the theory and research to new domains – such as 
promoting better intergroup relations among survivors of natural disasters – and 
sets out an exciting blueprint for how to apply this approach more effectively in 
interventions, especially in schools’. 
– Miles Hewstone, Emeritus Professor, University of Oxford, UK
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literature, suggestions for new directions and better means for applying the theory 
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this book’.
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In this groundbreaking volume, Vezzali and Stathi present their research program 
within the larger contact literature, examining classic theories and current empirical 
findings, to show how they can be used to reduce prejudice and negative attitudes.
The contact hypothesis (Allport, 1954) posits that in an environment of equality, 
cooperation, and normative support, contact between members of distinct groups 
can reduce prejudice. Whilst considerable research supports this hypothesis, how 
theory can be tested in the field remains relatively unexplored. In this innovative 
book, Vezzali and Stathi discuss why relying solely on advancing theory without 
considering applied aspects integral to contact may limit the scope of contact 
theory and restrict our understanding of complex social phenomena. Exploring 
fascinating topics such as the role of contact in reducing implicit prejudice and 
fostering collective action, applying indirect contact, and promoting positive 
interactions among survivors of natural disasters, Vezzali and Stathi explain how 
contact theory can be implemented and enhance the societal impact of intergroup 
contact research.
Featuring extensive discussion on intergroup contact literature, future directions, 
and the necessity of applied research, this book will be essential reading for both 
students and academics of social and behavioral psychology.
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Intergroup contact theory has inspired several generations of social psychologists 
who aim to understand intergroup relations and attenuate prejudice. Since the 
introduction of the contact hypothesis (Allport, 1954), the field of intergroup con-
tact has gained significant attention from senior and early career researchers alike, 
who over the years have delved into various intergroup relationships on the basis 
of ethnicity, nationality, religion, sexual orientation, age, health, social class, etc. In 
the past two decades, seminal reviews and meta-analyses (Al-Ramiah & Hewstone, 
2013; Brown & Hewstone, 2005; Davies, Tropp, Aron, Pettigrew, & Wright, 2011; 
Paluck, Green, & Green, 2018; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006, 2008; Pettigrew, Tropp, 
Wagner, & Christ, 2011) have conclusively showcased the role of positive inter-
group contact in reducing prejudice and conflict. Meanwhile, ample research has 
highlighted the types and (more recently) valence of contact, processes, and situa-
tions that can facilitate or hinder its effectiveness. In a global society that is increas-
ingly diverse and interconnected and where intergroup threat and conflict are still 
rife, research on intergroup contact but also the application of contact principles in 
real-world settings are especially pertinent.
In this book we embark on an endeavor to present and discuss the program of 
research on intergroup contact that we started developing approximately 15 years 
ago. We place this in the context of classic theories and current empirical findings 
in order to demonstrate how our research contributes new knowledge in the field 
of social psychology and intergroup relations specifically. With intergroup contact 
at the core of this research, the chapters in this book outline and discuss prejudice-
reduction processes as a function of positive direct and indirect contact. Through-
out the book, we have tried to exemplify how research in the field is requisite not 
only as a means of applying contact principles outside the laboratory in order to 
create societal impact, but also as a critical way to contribute to theory advance-
ment. Via presenting our empirical studies, we argue that theory development can 
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stem from conducting contact research ‘on the ground’. This is an argument that 
we will be returning to often as we believe it is critical to reconcile the sometimes 
opposing perspectives on the importance of basic versus applied research.
The book contains eight chapters that cover a wide range of intergroup rela-
tionships (differing, for example, on the basis of ethnicity, nationality, sexual ori-
entation, health) and social contexts (education, community, workplace), as well as 
methods (experimental, cross-sectional, longitudinal) and focal outcome variables 
(explicit attitudes, indirect forms of prejudice such as outgroup humanity attribu-
tion and implicit prejudice, behavioral intentions, actual behavior). Recognizing 
the potential of intergroup contact to be applied on the ground, we start by con-
sidering theory-driven accounts of how to best structure the contact setting to 
enhance prejudice-reduction (Chapter 1). Following this, we proceed to our line of 
research on indirect forms of contact, that is contact between group members that 
does not involve a direct, face-to-face element, as it has been applied in the field. 
We present and discuss our research on three such forms of contact, i.e., extended 
(Chapter 2), vicarious (Chapter 3), and imagined (Chapter 4). Having presented 
the different types of contact forms, we move to theorizing on the importance of 
diversifying and distinguishing between the outcomes of contact, with an emphasis 
on prejudice expressed indirectly (Chapter 5), before presenting a more integrative 
approach concentrating on contextual and generalized prejudice as outcomes of 
secondary transfer effects of contact (Chapter 6). We turn, after that, to another, 
less traditional outcome of contact, that is, support for social change via collective 
action, by integrating and reconciling intergroup contact and collective action per-
spectives (Chapter 7). Having expanded on how contact challenges various explicit 
and implicit attitudes and intended behaviors, we seek to establish the potential 
of contact and positive intergroup relations being beneficial even in critical situ-
ations – natural disasters – where ingroups and outgroups are seemingly in com-
petition for resources (Chapter 8). Below, we provide more information on each 
chapter so that the reader can navigate more fluently between them.
In Chapter 1 we focus our attention on theoretical models that integrate social 
categorization and contact principles with the purpose of maximizing the gen-
eralization of the contact effects. In the context of this literature, we point to 
the importance of considering how the contact setting is structured to enhance 
prejudice-reduction. Simply stating that ‘positive’ contact reduces prejudice is not 
informative; it does not illuminate what exactly needs to be done ‘on the ground’ 
for contact effects to manifest. In fact, there are diverse operationalizations of posi-
tive contact that may produce different effects. In the first part of the chapter, we 
consider the key role of Allport’s (1954) optimal conditions in helping to create 
positive contact. In the second part, we focus on social categorization as it has been 
integrated with contact literature to extend the initial formulation of the contact 
hypothesis. In particular, we delve into the role of decategorization, categoriza-
tion, recategorization, and their respective combinations in shaping contact effects. 
Finally, we present naturalistic interventions from our research program that pro-
vide evidence for the effects of various social categorization methods within the 
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contact setting. The chapter concludes by inviting researchers to conduct theory-
driven experimental research in the field in order to advance both theory develop-
ment and practice.
From Chapter 2 onward, we present our line of research on indirect contact. In 
Chapter 2, we discuss extended contact as an indirect contact strategy that is associ-
ated with prejudice-reduction. In the first part of the chapter, to keep in line with 
current research in this area, we re-define extended contact as the knowledge that 
ingroup and outgroup members have (one or more) interactions that can vary in 
terms of closeness between ingroup and outgroup individuals, as well as valence. In 
discussing the difficulties of translating the basic contact propositions into practical 
and feasible contact strategies, we explain why realizing practical interventions is 
not a simple implementation of the theory; rather, it corresponds to creating new 
theory, in line with the notion that theory and practice cannot (or should not) be 
detached. We then present evidence for the effectiveness of extended contact from 
the field and some examples of practical interventions relying on extended contact 
principles that we implemented in educational contexts. Finally, we indicate some 
avenues for future research aimed specifically at combining theoretical and practical 
facets of extended contact.
In Chapter 3 we discuss another indirect contact strategy, which is distinct but 
closely related to extended contact, i.e., vicarious contact. In line with the defini-
tion we provide for extended contact, we define vicarious contact as the observa-
tion of (one or more) interactions between ingroup and outgroup members. We 
then compare extended and vicarious contact research and highlight mismatches 
between them before providing evidence for the effectiveness of vicarious contact. 
We do so by also differentiating between strategies based on story reading versus 
video exposure. In the next part of the chapter, we separate the concept of vicari-
ous contact from the new concept of ‘media vicarious contact’, and we support 
this distinction by highlighting the different psychological processes that the two 
vicarious contact forms are likely to activate. In doing so, we discuss research that 
implements vicarious media contact via books, radio, and television. We conclude 
the chapter with suggestions for future research that can disentangle the various 
contact forms. We also acknowledge the importance of examining vicarious con-
tact forms in the field, while considering their interplay with other forms of inter-
group contact.
In Chapter 4 we outline our research on another form of indirect contact that 
is based on mental imagery, i.e., imagined contact. As part of this type of contact, 
individuals engage in simulations of positive intergroup contact in their mind’s 
eye. We focus primarily on what we consider the true research potential of imag-
ined contact, i.e., its application in the field. After discussing the emergence and 
development of the imagined contact paradigm, we briefly tap on current research 
before reviewing several interventions conducted in schools, universities, and the 
workplace. In doing so, we provide details on the methods used to operational-
ize contact in different age groups, such as drawing, creating illustrated posters, 
narrating, and writing. This is important because different methods reflect the 
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distinct interests and abilities that children and individuals of different age groups 
have. To demonstrate the value of establishing necessary partnerships when imple-
menting prejudice-reduction interventions in the field, we also expand on the role 
of educators and practitioners in designing and applying contact strategies along 
with researchers. Finally, in line with the general theme of the book, we discuss 
how conducting imagined contact research in the field can simultaneously advance 
theory and create tangible positive impact in real-world settings.
In Chapter 5 we propose a model of how contact can reduce implicit prejudice 
and foster outgroup humanity attribution, both of which are indirect forms of 
prejudice with detrimental consequences. Whereas research has mainly contrasted 
explicit with implicit prejudice – or blatant with subtle prejudice – we believe that 
it is important to differentiate between indirect forms of prejudice and explain 
how contact can drive the distinct underlying processes that characterize them. 
After presenting the two constructs  – implicit prejudice and outgroup human-
ity attribution – we conceptualize them along a dual process model, specifically 
the associative-propositional evaluation model (Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2006). 
This allows us to understand how they may be construed at the cognitive level and 
to hypothesize the different paths that intergroup contact, both direct and indirect, 
follows when alleviating them. We then provide an extensive review of research 
showing that contact can reduce both forms of prejudice, while referring to our 
research program and highlighting the importance of evidence obtained in natu-
ralistic contexts. Finally, we outline the limitations of existing research and discuss 
future research directions.
In Chapter 6 we consider the growing research on the secondary transfer effect 
(STE), that is, the generalization of contact effects from the outgroup one has 
contact with (primary outgroup) to outgroups uninvolved in the contact situation 
(secondary outgroups). Despite evidence that supports the STE, research in this 
field has been rather disconnected. Therefore, we proceed to review the available 
evidence before delving into contextual and generalized prejudice and factors asso-
ciated with them. Merging the STE and the generalized prejudice literature, we 
propose a model aimed to identify processes that underlie the STE and how they 
may relate to reducing prejudice in the society at large. We argue that the proposed 
model has theoretical as well as practical implications, since it aims to delineate 
how intergroup contact can reduce both contextual and generalized prejudice and 
how this effect may depend on profound changes that imply a reconsideration of 
the self, of the ingroup, and of how groups should relate with one another in the 
wider society.
In Chapter 7 we consider the apparent incompatibility between the collective 
action and intergroup contact research. Whereas collective action mostly focuses 
on low-status group members and intergroup conflict as a means to promote social 
change, contact focuses on how to reduce conflict and establish intergroup har-
mony. Consistently, there is evidence that contact can prevent people from engag-
ing in collective action. This evidence is, however, mixed, as there are also findings 
that contact in some cases can promote collective action. The aim of the chapter is 
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to bring together these seemingly opposing literatures by showing that they are, in 
fact, compatible. We start by reviewing theories relevant to understanding factors 
that motivate collective action, as well as contact research investigating the relation-
ship between contact and collective action. In the second part of the chapter, we 
present a theoretical model with the purpose of identifying the processes via which 
contact can promote intergroup harmony as well as the intention to act for a more 
equal society. We also review the scarce existing naturalistic interventions based on 
intergroup contact that specifically aim at promoting collective action and argue for 
their importance in the field of social change.
In Chapter  8, acknowledging the value of responding to the needs of the 
immediate social context, we focus on how to promote positive intergroup rela-
tions in critical situations. In particular, we review a series of studies that we con-
ducted as part of a larger research program in the aftermath of the earthquakes that 
struck Northern Italy in 2012, focusing on members of distinct groups (in terms 
of age and ethnicity). The earthquakes severely affected the local community, 
where relations between Italians and immigrants were conflictual. In this context, 
the natural disaster impacted the relations among community members, who were 
experiencing high levels of stress related to their (ostensibly competitive) access 
to material resources. In such contexts, promoting positive intergroup relations is 
crucial to help the recovery of the community and the return to a secure everyday 
life. Here, we present a model that identifies antecedents, underlying processes, 
and moderators of intergroup relations in the aftermath of crises. We argue that 
the model has both theoretical and practical implications for the development of 
positive relationships among people who live side by side in the aftermath of a 
(natural) disaster.
The Conclusion states some thoughts on why intergroup contact research 
should concentrate more on field studies in an effort to not only provide more 
nuanced scientific knowledge but also to make a positive, lasting difference in the 
real word. This has been a key aspiration of contact researchers, so we argue that 
recognizing the need to conduct research ‘on the ground’ can provide a clearer 
pathway to societal impact.
With this book, we wish to provide an account of our research on intergroup 
contact and to theorize on aspects of contact principles that we believe require 
further examination. The research we present in this book materialized thanks to 
the arduous efforts of our collaborators, students, and research assistants, whose 
inquisitiveness, determination and ambition shaped the outcomes of this endeavor. 
Working on this book has offered us the opportunity to reflect on classic and 
state of the art theory, to go back and reread seminal empirical papers, and to get 
inspired by current, high-quality research conducted by our colleagues around the 
world. We are very grateful for this.
Allport (1954) finished the Nature of Prejudice stating:
The whole world watches to see whether the democratic ideal in human 
relationships is viable. Can citizens learn to seek their own welfare and 
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growth not at the expense of fellow men, but in concert with them? The 
human family does not yet know the answer, but hopes it will be affirmative.
(p. 518)
The galvanizing value of this statement has steered decades of research on intergroup 
relations. Seeing the increasing volume and diversification of contact research, we 
are confident that the future of the field will be stimulating, pertinent, and more 
impactful. We hope this book can provide some ideas and motivation for additional 
research in this area. 
According to social psychologists, intergroup contact is amongst the most effec-
tive strategies for prejudice-reduction (Allport, 1954; Brown & Hewstone, 2005; 
Davies et al., 2011; Hodson & Hewstone, 2013; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2011; Tropp & 
Barlow, 2018; Vezzali & Stathi, 2017a). Decades of research have shown that con-
tact reduces prejudice across contexts, age, and target-groups and by using experi-
mental, correlational, and longitudinal methodologies (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). 
Moreover, the effects of contact generalize to outgroups not directly involved in 
the contact situation (Pettigrew, 2009) and are not weakened by individuals’ initial 
prejudicial beliefs (Hodson, Turner, & Choma, 2017).
The contact hypothesis, however, does not ‘simply’ state that contact between 
members belonging to different groups will reduce prejudice. One of the greatest 
contributions of Allport’s (1954) seminal work on intergroup contact is not only 
the acknowledgment that contact can reduce prejudice (which is – at least after 
decades of research evidence – quite obvious) but that he specified the conditions 
under which this can happen. In fact, sometimes contact can also increase preju-
dice, as everyday experiences related to, for example, increasing rates of immi-
gration clearly show (Graf  & Paolini, 2017). Despite specifying these ‘optimal’ 
conditions (which were not systematically tested, as we will show later on in the 
chapter), the original formulation of the contact hypothesis was not clear about 
how to structure the contact setting in order to maximize positive effects. Note 
that the contact hypothesis deals with extremely critical social issues, such as preju-
dice and social equality, and it originally aimed to describe but also to drive social 
change (Clark, 1953; cf. J. Dixon, 2017). Therefore, it is not only important to 
know that contact reduces prejudice but also to understand how we can make this 
happen. In other words, intergroup contact theory should also specify how contact 
should be practically implemented in order to improve intergroup relations.
1
MAXIMIZING THE EFFECTS  
OF INTERGROUP CONTACT
Structuring the contact setting
2 Maximizing the effects of intergroup contact
This chapter aims at discussing how contact should be structured in order to 
favor prejudice-reduction. In the first part of the chapter, we focus on the role of 
optimal conditions as specified by Allport (1954). Next, we move to theories that 
explain how contact should be structured in order to reduce prejudice, focusing on 
social categorization. Then, we review naturalistic interventions, including some 
from our own line of research, that provide direct or indirect evidence for the role 
of social categorization in contact settings. Finally, we draw conclusions on the 
importance of conducting experimental research in the field.
The optimal conditions of contact
According to Allport (1954; see also Pettigrew, 1998), contact will reduce preju-
dice when members of different groups (a) have similar status within the con-
tact situation, (b) interact cooperatively, (c) seek to achieve a common goal, and 
(d) contact is supported by authorities and norms (for reviews, see Koschate & Van 
Dick, 2011; Pettigrew, 1998; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2011).
The role of optimal conditions has been widely debated in contact research. 
On the one hand, early contact researchers continued to propose ‘necessary’ con-
ditions, creating a long list that could only be applied to very few contact situa-
tions. This approach limited the appeal of the contact hypothesis as, practically, 
‘ideal’ intergroup contact was deemed unfeasible (cf. Pettigrew, 1998). On the 
other hand, although Allport (1954) considered the suggested optimal conditions 
essential, it has been found that contact can be effective in reducing prejudice even 
in their absence. The meta-analysis by Pettigrew and Tropp (2006) demonstrated in 
fact that these conditions can facilitate the contact effects. However, albeit smaller, 
the contact effects persist even in their absence.
Optimal conditions were often assessed by means of external observers and/or 
coders (as in the meta-analysis by Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006) or using a combination 
of participants’ and external observers’ ratings (Koschate & Van Dick, 2011). How-
ever, as stated by Pettigrew and Tropp (2011), it is also important to examine how 
individuals perceive the contact situation to be, specifically the extent to which 
these conditions are valued and internalized by individuals. In addition, when it 
comes to deciding whether optimal conditions are present in a contact situation, 
external coders necessarily rely on information provided in articles (e.g., in the 
meta-analysis by Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006), which may be limited or interpreted 
subjectively.
It is worth noting that optimal conditions were generally tested in the litera-
ture as moderators of the effects of contact (Pettigrew  & Tropp, 2006), rather 
than as predictors of contact. Even when they were tested as predictors of contact 
effects, studies did not include contact measures and considered them as a replace-
ment for the measurement of intergroup contact; that is, optimal conditions were 
used as contact measures (Koschate  & Van Dick, 2011; Lipponen  & Leskinen, 
2006). As an example, Molina and Wittig (2006) merged both contact and optimal 
conditions into a composite score reflecting interracial school climate. Therefore, 
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clear evidence as to whether optimal conditions predict (future) contact is scarce. 
Recent research focused on the distinction between positive and negative contact 
rather than on the presence or lack of optimal conditions and found that they have 
opposite effects on prejudice, such that positive contact reduces prejudice whereas 
negative contact increases it (Graf & Paolini, 2017; for a meta-analysis on the gen-
eralization following positive or negative experiences, see Paolini  & McIntyre, 
2019). Driven from the initial theorization of the contact hypothesis, we argue that 
optimal conditions may be also conceptualized as predictors of contact, in addition 
to being considered as moderators. We suggest that this is important because find-
ing that optimal conditions are strongly predictive of positive contact can suggest 
that their implementation is one of the keys to the success of a contact interven-
tion. This consideration has been slightly downplayed following the finding of the 
meta-analysis by Pettigrew and Tropp (2006) that optimal conditions are facilitating 
variables. Note that considering optimal contact conditions as independent vari-
ables is not inconsistent with considering them as moderators. Rather, we argue 
that the two perspectives are complementary. In the former case, the hypothesis 
(consistent with Allport’s formulation) is that optimal contact conditions should be 
implemented for contact to be effective (therefore, their implementation is predic-
tive of more positive contact). Conceptually, implementation of contact conditions 
precedes contact; in addition, whereas independent variable and moderator should 
ideally be independent from each other, it is clear that the implementation of opti-
mal contact conditions is meant to influence contact, especially its positivity. In the 
latter case, in contrast, the hypothesis is that contact will be maximally effective 
when it is structured to include the optimal conditions. Also note that consider-
ing the optimal contact conditions as independent variables or moderators may be 
dependent upon the specific context under investigation. In particular, considering 
them as moderators is especially relevant when the sample is recruited in hetero-
geneous contexts, so their implementation largely varies across participants (this is 
the case, for instance, when conducting meta-analyses).
To test optimal contact conditions as antecedents of contact, we conducted a 
cross-sectional study within a workplace context, considering both high- and low-
status group members1 (Di Bernardo, Vezzali, Birtel, et al., 2019). Participants were 
Italian and immigrant workers of three enterprises located in Northern Italy. As a 
measure of optimal conditions, we combined responses to four items, tapping on 
the extent to which participants believed that each optimal condition (cooperation, 
common goals, equal status, institutional support) was present within the con-
tact (workplace) situation. The choice of combining them into a single measure, 
rather than considering them separately, slightly departs from the broader literature, 
which considered them as separate factors or did not consider all four conditions. 
Instead, in line with Allport’s (1954) and Pettigrew and Tropp’s (2011) conten-
tions, we were interested in whether Allport’s optimal conditions work together, 
specifically in whether they are predictive of positive contact. As a contact meas-
ure, rather than assessing frequency of contact (which would not be particularly 
informative since we were investigating a non-voluntary contact setting, where 
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contact was unavoidable), we adapted a measure of psychological organizational 
climate (Koys & DeCotiis, 1991). This variable assessed the positive intergroup cli-
mate within the work setting, driven by positive Italian and immigrant intergroup 
interactions, tapping therefore on the quality of intergroup contact. As outcome 
variables, we included a measure of support for social policies favoring immigrants 
(therefore relating to collective action and social change research; see Chapter 7) 
and two behavioral measures assessing intergroup behavior at work (altruism) 
and outside work (socializing together). Outgroup stereotypes were included as a 
potential mediator. The tested model is presented in Figure 1.1.
First, we found that the optimal conditions and contact, despite being highly 
correlated, were empirically distinct. This suggests that assessing the optimal con-
ditions is different than assessing contact (Molina & Wittig, 2006), since they tap 
on different constructs both conceptually and empirically. We also found that, for 
the high-status group (in this case, Italians), the optimal conditions were strongly 
predictive of positive contact and indirectly affected, via contact and improved 
outgroup stereotypes, support for social policies favoring immigrants, as well as 
intergroup behavior both within and outside the workplace. Results for the low-
status group (immigrants) were less clear. Although the optimal conditions were 
strongly predictive of positive contact, which in turn was associated with improved 
outgroup stereotypes as well as social policies support and behavior outside work 
(behavior in the workplace was not included in the final model because the latent 
factor did not significantly load on the relative indicators), the mediation was only 















FIGURE 1.1  Model testing the association of optimal contact conditions with social 
policies support and with behavior at work and outside work via contact 
and stereotypes
Source: Di Bernardo, Vezzali, Birtel, et al., 2019
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The results of this study support the importance of structuring the contact 
setting according to the optimal conditions specified by the contact hypothesis 
(Allport, 1954; Pettigrew, 1998).
Social categorization within the contact setting
One important limitation of the initial theorizing of the contact hypothesis is that 
it did not specify how individuals should categorize the ingroup and the outgroup 
during contact in order to maximize its effects (Allport, 1954). Social categoriza-
tion changes individuals’ appraisal of the situation (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), and as a 
consequence it can determine how contact will shape outgroup attitudes. There-
fore, understanding the contact effects by taking into account social categorization 
is important both theoretically and practically. At the theoretical level, this integra-
tion can provide insights on how to maximize contact effectiveness and identify the 
boundary conditions of the positive effects of contact. At the practical level, it can 
(a) shed light on how the contact setting should be structured for interventions to 
be effective and (b) relatedly inform the implementation of activities that individu-
als should carry out as part of interventions.
During the 80s, scholars developed models aimed at extending Allport’s (1954) 
contact hypothesis, starting from a consideration of the basic premises of social 
identity theory (SIT; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). SIT distinguishes interpersonal from 
intergroup behavior, with the two being positioned at the opposite ends of a con-
tinuum. At the interpersonal end of the continuum, relations between individuals 
are solely determined by their personal characteristics and preferences; at the inter-
group end, relations between individuals are uniquely determined by group differ-
ences. The major models that considered the role of such categorization processes 
will be outlined later.
The decategorization model
Brewer and Miller (1984, 1988) argued that, since prejudice stems from the catego-
rization into ingroups and outgroups, interactions between individuals belonging 
to different groups should take place at the interpersonal end of the continuum. In 
other words, individuals should interact on the basis of their personal characteris-
tics, such as personalities and idiosyncrasies, instead of their group memberships. 
Repeated interpersonal interactions would lead individuals to adopt a more indi-
viduated mode of thinking, would reduce the importance attached to outgroup 
stereotypes and prejudice, and would use individual information as the basis of 
evaluation. Evidence for the model has been mainly provided by laboratory studies 
(e.g., Bettencourt, Brewer, Croak, & Miller, 1992; N. Miller, Brewer, & Edwards, 
1985). Indirect evidence for the effectiveness of the decategorization model is also 
provided by studies testing the effects of cross-group friendships on prejudice-
reduction, which imply intimate personal relations and key components of person-
alized contact, such as self-disclosure (Davies et al., 2011).
6 Maximizing the effects of intergroup contact
The model has two main limitations. First, relinquishing important social iden-
tities may be unrealistic or undesirable (Hewstone, 1996). Considering, for exam-
ple, a visible identity such as (in some cases) ethnicity, an individual may not be able 
to forsake it or may not be willing to do so. Second, if decategorization is successful 
and individuals relate with outgroup members on the basis of their personal char-
acteristics, they may be unable to associate the (individual) outgroup member they 
have contact with the outgroup category as a whole (Brown & Hewstone, 2005). 
In other words, decategorization would sever the link between outgroup members 
encountered and the larger outgroup category, thus impeding the generalization of 
attitudes from the individual to the outgroup as a whole (but see McIntyre, Pao-
lini, & Hewstone, 2017).
The intergroup contact model
Hewstone and Brown (1986; Brown  & Hewstone, 2005) argued that, being a 
fundamental human process that serves to provide order to the social world and to 
improve self-esteem (Bruner, 1957; Tajfel & Turner, 1979), social categorization 
cannot be eliminated. In fact, as mentioned earlier, individuals may be unwilling 
or unable to relinquish their group identities. Therefore, Hewstone and Brown 
argued that it is important that group identities are salient during contact or, in 
other words, that individuals from different groups interact with each other at 
the intergroup end of the interpersonal–intergroup continuum postulated by SIT 
(Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Maintaining group salience during contact allows one to 
recognize the other individual as a member of the outgroup and to associate him/
her with the outgroup as a whole, allowing the positive attitudes developed during 
contact to generalize outside the contact setting.
This model received support from experimental (e.g., Brown, Vivian, & Hew-
stone, 1999, Study 1), correlational (e.g., Voci & Hewstone, 2003), and longitudi-
nal studies (e.g., Binder et al., 2009), showing that group salience is a key factor for 
generalization to occur, even when considering implicit attitudes (Vezzali, 2008). 
A main limitation of the model is that group salience per se can increase inter-
group anxiety, which can be detrimental for intergroup relations (Vezzali, Capozza, 
Mari, & Hichy, 2007). In addition, when negative contact occurs, group salience 
can lead to an increase in prejudice (Graf & Paolini, 2017).
The common ingroup identity model and  
the dual identity model
According to Gaertner and Dovidio (2000), contact should lead individuals to 
perceive each other as members of a superordinate group that includes both the 
ingroup and the outgroup. This new common ingroup identity satisfies social 
categorization and allows to extend the advantages reserved to the ingroup (i.e., 
more positive attitudes) to  – now former  – outgroup members. The common 
ingroup identity model has received ample empirical support from experimental 
(e.g., González & Brown, 2003), correlational (e.g., Eller & Abrams, 2004), and 
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longitudinal research (e.g., Mähönen & Jasinskaja-Lathi, 2015). The positive effects 
of a common ingroup identity generalize to indirect forms of prejudice, such as 
humanity attribution and implicit prejudice (Capozza, Trifiletti, Vezzali, & Favara, 
2013; Vezzali, 2008; cf. Chapter 5).
This model suffers, however, from the same limitations as the decategoriza-
tion model. Specifically, individuals may not want or be able to shift their group 
identity, abandoning the ingroup for the sake of a superordinate group. Moreover, 
to the extent that outgroup individuals one has contact with are categorized based 
on a superordinate identity, the association between them and the larger outgroup 
category is severed. Therefore, categorization of known outgroup members in the 
superordinate category may not allow generalization of positive attitudes to the 
outgroup as a whole.
To address these issues, Gaertner and Dovidio (2000) conceptualized dual 
identity, where ingroup and outgroup categories do not fade but are maintained 
within a larger superordinate identity. In fact, by maintaining both – ingroup and 
outgroup – original identities as well as establishing a superordinate identity, the 
dual identity approach does not require individuals to forsake their social identities 
and satisfies the need for group distinctiveness ( Jetten, Spears, & Postmes, 2004). 
Importantly, salience of original identities allows the generalization of attitudes to 
the whole outgroup category. There are several correlational (e.g., Gaertner, Rust, 
Dovidio, Bachman, & Anastasio, 1994; Stathi, Pavetich, et al., 2020) and experi-
mental (e.g., González & Brown, 2006) studies supporting the benefits of adopting 
a dual identity approach for the generalization of outgroup attitudes.
The integrative contact models
The models presented in the previous section appear at a first glance incompatible. 
For instance, decategorization (Brewer & Miller, 1984) implies that individuals are 
positioned at the interpersonal end of SIT’s interpersonal–intergroup continuum, 
whereas categorization (central in the intergroup contact model; Brown & Hew-
stone, 2005) occurs when individuals are positioned at the intergroup end of the 
continuum (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). However, some authors argued that the mod-
els can (and should) be integrated in order to maximize the contact effects. Note 
that the dual identity model (Gaertner  & Dovidio, 2000) already represents an 
integration between models, since it merges the basic suggestions of the intergroup 
contact model (Hewstone & Brown, 1986) – maintaining group salience – with 
the common ingroup identity model (Gaertner  & Dovidio, 2000) principles  – 
 recategorizing groups into a superordinate identity. Other authors have proposed dif-
ferent ways to integrate models, which, however, have rarely been empirically tested.
The integrative model by Brown and Hewstone
According to Brown and Hewstone (2005), the interpersonal and intergroup 
dimensions are orthogonal, rather than standing at the opposite ends of a single 
continuum (Stephenson, 1981). In other words, Brown and Hewstone argued for 
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an integration between the decategorization model (Brewer & Miller, 1984) and 
the intergroup contact model (Brown & Hewstone, 2005), addressing this way their 
limitations and building on their advantages. In fact, one of the main limitations of 
the decategorization model is that it inhibits generalization; this would be countered 
in the integrated model by group salience, which represents the key aspect of the 
intergroup contact model. In addition, one of the main limits of the intergroup 
contact model is that group salience might raise intergroup anxiety; this, in the case 
of the integrative model, would be compensated by maintaining the intergroup rela-
tionship also at the interpersonal level, as per the decategorization model, allowing a 
reduction in anxiety. Note that Tajfel and Turner (1979) argued that individuals posi-
tion themselves at various points along the interpersonal – intergroup continuum. 
Therefore, there always is some level of salience of interpersonal and intergroup 
dimensions.
Support for this approach comes from two laboratory studies conducted by 
Ensari and Miller (2002), who manipulated aspects related to both interpersonal 
and intergroup dimensions. Results revealed that outgroup attitudes were more 
positive in the condition where both interpersonal (self-disclosure) and intergroup 
(group salience and typicality) dimensions were present. Some correlational studies 
conducted in the field also provided indirect evidence for the model. Specifically, 
some studies found that the effects of cross-group friendships (implying an intimate 
relationship with an outgroup member, therefore a relationship where interper-
sonal aspects are salient) were stronger when group salience/typicality was high 
(Vonofakou, Hewstone, & Voci, 2007).
We also conducted one correlational study with non-disabled workers, who 
responded with respect to their relationships with disabled colleagues (Vezzali, 
2008). In addition to contact measures, we included measures related to salience of 
interpersonal or intergroup aspects during contact. However, contact effects were 
not moderated by any of these measures.
In conclusion, although this integrative model received some support, evidence 
was mixed. It is worth noting that the strongest evidence was provided by labora-
tory studies that arguably lack ecological validity.
The integrative model by Pettigrew
Pettigrew (1998), in his seminal review of contact theory, argued that the different 
levels of categorization can coexist if placed along a temporal continuum. In par-
ticular, he suggested that the greatest impact of contact would occur when contact 
is initially decategorized, then group salience is introduced, and finally contact 
leads to the formation of a superordinate identity. The starting point relates to 
intergroup anxiety, which represents one of the main barriers to the development 
of positive intergroup relations (Paolini, Harris, & Griffin, 2016; Stephan, 2014). 
To the extent that intergroup anxiety is by definition lower when the outgroup 
member is not categorized in terms of his/her social identity, contact should ini-
tially be decategorized, whereas group salience (that may inadvertently heighten 
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anxiety) should be kept low. During a second stage, where the relationship is posi-
tive and anxiety-free, introducing group salience to allow generalization will be 
‘safer’. An ultimate stage that may eventually be reached is when ingroup and 
outgroup members perceive themselves as included in a common, inclusive group. 
These suggestions are consistent with Hewstone’s (1996) argument that interper-
sonal interactions should precede the introduction of typicality and membership 
salience when intergroup relations are conflictual.
With the previous integration, Pettigrew aimed to combine insights from the 
main models that have extended the contact hypothesis (Allport, 1954), namely 
the decategorization model (Brewer & Miller, 1984, 1988), the intergroup contact 
model (Brown & Hewstone, 2005; Hewstone & Brown, 1986), and the common 
ingroup identity model (Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000). This sequence is again moti-
vated by the need to preserve the advantages of the different models, while at the 
same time overcoming their limits.
Eller, Abrams, and colleagues (Eller & Abrams, 2003, 2004; Eller, Abrams, & 
Koschate, 2017) conducted a series of correlational and longitudinal studies in 
naturalistic contexts that, amongst other aims, tested Pettigrew’s (1998) predictions. 
Results, however, did not support the longitudinal sequence proposed by Petti-
grew. For instance, Eller and Abrams (2003) found that U.S. students, who were in 
Mexico to study the Spanish language, perceived their contact with Mexicans (one 
week after their arrival) as characterized by interpersonal and dual identity levels; 
one week later, salience of the interpersonal dimension was highest, with no differ-
ences between the other levels of categorization. Note, however, that these studies 
did not necessarily provide an in-depth test of Pettigrew’s model. Pettigrew did not 
argue that categorization naturally follows the proposed sequence. Rather, he stated 
that contact will be maximally effective when this sequence is followed. There are 
two main ways to test this prediction. First, by considering specific contact situa-
tions (to which the model applies) and comparing them based on perceived cat-
egorization during contact at the different stages. However, separating the stages, 
that is determining when one stage ends and the other starts, would be challenging; 
note that Pettigrew argued that stages may also overlap. Second, by manipulating 
the different contact stages in a naturalistic setting over time, which is precisely 
what we did and what we are going to present in the next section.
Testing contact models with naturalistic interventions
Although there is a high number of naturalistic interventions aimed to address 
prejudice, many of these interventions are not theory-driven, or they make use of 
non-experimental designs, being thus ill-equipped to provide indications about 
what is more effective for prejudice-reduction (Paluck  & Green, 2009). There 
is therefore a rather large gap between research in and outside the field (Aboud 
et al., 2012). We argue strongly for the need to conduct experimental research in 
the field. As noted by Paluck and Green, prejudice-reduction research in the labo-
ratory is detached from what happens in the ‘real world’. For instance, different 
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actors (e.g., researchers in the lab, teachers/peers in the field) deliver messages, 
which are likely to be interpreted differently and produce different reactions (Kuk-
linski & Hurley, 1996; see also Liebkind, Mäkinen, Jasinskaja-Lahti, Renvik, & 
Solheim, 2019; Mäkinen, Liebkind, Jasinskaja-Lahti, & Renvik, 2019). Moreover, 
actors use different modalities to implement theory-driven principles, which may 
be conceptually distinct and produce different effects. Consider for instance an 
intervention aimed to enhance salience of a common identity; it can be realized by 
physically creating common ingroups in the class (e.g., members of different social 
groups sitting at a round table and working together toward a task) or by asking 
group members to talk about commonalities between groups. The first modality 
may reduce psychological distance toward peers sitting at the same table (with weak 
effects on generalization to the larger outgroup categories); the latter may instead 
lead to identifying commonalities in the larger categories, therefore fostering gen-
eralization (but eventually preventing collective action; see Chapter 7).
Finally, lab studies often do not take into account the context (see, for example, 
the generally lower importance attached to the specific population and age group), 
which is often tacitly considered by researchers as a disturbance factor. However, 
experimental research in the field may ‘use’ defining characteristics of the context 
as conceptual factors that have theoretical relevance in structuring the intervention. 
The social normative structure within which an intervention is realized may also 
dramatically change the impact of the intervention (Eller, Abrams, et al., 2017; for 
the role of structural transitions in determining intergroup relations, see also Birtel, 
Reimer, Wölfer, & Hewstone, 2020). In addition, the impact of who adminis-
ters the intervention (e.g., researcher or teacher), as well as interactions between 
researchers and practitioners, are likely to have a deep impact on the effectiveness of 
the intervention (Cameron & Rutland, 2016; Cameron & Turner, 2017; Mäkinen 
et al., 2019). These factors are often considered unimportant and are not addressed 
or discussed meaningfully in social psychological research.
There is solid evidence that interventions based on intergroup contact are 
highly effective in reducing prejudice (Aboud et al., 2012; Beelmann & Heine-
mann, 2014; Cameron & Turner, 2010, 2017; Hewstone et al., 2015; Lemmer & 
Wagner, 2015; Levy, Shin, Lytle, & Rosenthal, 2017; Tropp & Prenovost, 2008; 
Stephan & Stephan, 2005; Ülger, Dette-Hagenmeyer, Reichle, & Gaertner, 2018). 
Naturalistic interventions specifically aimed at testing the contact models presented 
in the previous section are, however, extremely rare, as are interventions specifically 
focused on intergroup contact (Paluck & Green, 2009). This is surprising given the 
popularity and hypothesized effectiveness of such models and of intergroup contact 
among social psychologists. However, there are several interventions that provided 
indirect evidence for the previously mentioned contact models.
For instance, several interventions were based on cooperative learning, used in 
the Jigsaw classroom (E. Aronson, Blaney, Stephan, Sikes, & Snapp, 1978). Accord-
ing to this technique, each individual has some information needed to perform a 
task, so everyone has to teach and learn from one another. The technique is consist-
ent with the decategorization model (Brewer & Miller, 1984), since individuals are 
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expected to cooperate on an individual basis, meaning that each person contrib-
utes individually to the task, with no mention of categorical distinctions between 
ingroup and outgroup. These interventions are generally effective in improving 
attitudes (Slavin, 1995). However, with their main focus being on individuals, they 
were not designed to foster generalization of outgroup attitudes. This important 
aspect of generalization has rarely been tested, and, when it was tested, it only 
revealed weak effects (Warring, Johnson, Maruyama, & Johnson, 1985).
Other interventions consistent with the basic premises of the decategorization 
model (Brewer & Miller, 1984) are those based on colorblind techniques, where 
attention to intergroup differences is systematically downplayed – or on desegre-
gation, where individuals are brought together irrespective of group differences. 
These interventions proved effective at reducing prejudice (Lemmer & Wagner, 
2015; Schofield, 2007). Note that colorblind interventions may sometimes empha-
size superordinate identities (Dovidio, Gaertner, & Pearson, 2016), therefore they 
may also be associated with the common ingroup identity model (Gaertner  & 
Dovidio, 2000). We acknowledge, however, that colorblindness has important 
weaknesses; it can be cognitively taxing, and it may disregard valued characteristics 
of minority groups (Rosenthal & Levy, 2010), resulting sometimes in lower levels 
of prejudice-reduction ( Jones & Rutland, 2018).
Other types of interventions concern multicultural education, diversity training, 
and intergroup dialogue, aimed at promoting the importance and value of inter-
cultural distinctions and highlighting intergroup differences and social inequalities. 
These interventions include many different techniques, such as anti-bias mes-
sages and training programs, multiculturalism instructions, books, and material on 
multicultural themes, administered with didactic (e.g., lectures, readings) but also 
interactive (e.g., simulation games, role playing) techniques (Aboud et al., 2012; 
Stephan & Stephan, 2005). Evidence for the effectiveness of these interventions in 
reducing prejudice is mixed (Beelmann & Heinemann, 2014; Cristol & Gimbert, 
2008). These interventions are generally consistent with the basic premises of the 
intergroup contact model by Hewstone and Brown (1986; Brown & Hewstone, 
2005), since they aim to recognize and respect intercultural differences as a value. 
However, they are highly heterogenous, and they do not necessarily include inter-
group interactions, making them a rather vague and loose test of the intergroup 
contact model.
Overall, the types of interventions mentioned earlier are not suited to test the 
effectiveness of contact models. For instance, desegregation approaches, which we 
associated with the decategorization model (Brewer & Miller, 1984), bring indi-
viduals together, but the fact that they do not focus explicitly on the importance 
of group differences does not necessarily imply that individuals do not structure 
their intergroup relationships by referring to ingroup–outgroup distinctions. This 
is further complicated due to the fact that naturalistic interventions are often mul-
ticomponent (cf. Beelmann & Heinemann, 2014), so it is difficult to disentangle 
the addictive or interactive effects of components related to specific theoretical 
approaches (Yeager & Walton, 2011).
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To at least partly address the previous issue, it is important to conduct experi-
mental interventions in the field specifically aimed at testing the contact mod-
els. This way we can provide unambiguous conclusions on the effectiveness of 
the different strategies and suggest practical, theoretically supported ways to tackle 
prejudice. As we have mentioned, however, these interventions are extremely rare. 
Most of them were conducted with indirect contact techniques, such as vicarious 
contact (Cameron & Rutland, 2006; Cameron, Rutland, Brown, & Douch, 2006; 
Cameron, Rutland, Hossain, & Petley, 2011; see Chapter 3) and imagined contact 
(Stathi, Cameron, Hartley, & Bradford, 2014; Vezzali, Stathi, Crisp, Giovannini, 
et al., 2015; see Chapter 4). These techniques are practically easier to implement in 
the form of experiments and less costly.
Notably, Guerra et  al. (2010; see also Guerra, Rebelo, Monteiro,  & Gaert-
ner, 2013; Guerra et al., 2020; Houlette et al., 2004) conducted an intervention 
aimed to test the effectiveness of the different categorization models among chil-
dren. Participants were elementary school children both from the ethnic majority 
(European-Portuguese) and minority group (African-Portuguese) in Portugal. In 
line with studies conducted in the laboratory (Gaertner, Mann, Murrell, & Dovidio, 
1989), common ingroup identity was manipulated by asking children from each 
of two three-person groups formed on the basis of their ethnic origin to seat in 
an integrated way in a new six-person group (ABABAB) and by assigning them a 
new common color tag (‘The Portuguese group’), while performing a cooperative 
task. Groups also competed with other six-person groups for a prize. In the dual 
identity condition, children maintained the group tag associated with their ethnic 
identity, in addition to receiving a new common tag and a name highlighting both 
their original and new group categories (‘The Portuguese team with Portuguese 
and African origin children’). They seated in a segregated way while perform-
ing the common task (AAABBB) and competed with other six-person groups. In 
the categorization condition, children seated in a segregated way, maintained their 
original group identity and were in competition with another three-person group 
composed of members of the other ethnic group.
Results revealed that, on measures related to attitudes toward outgroup members 
during contact, common identity was more beneficial for minority participants, 
whereas dual identity was more effective for majority participants. In addition, 
positive attitudes generalized to the outgroup as a whole both in the common 
and in the dual identity conditions, compared to the categorization condition. 
Note that this evidence is supportive of the common ingroup and dual identity 
models (Gaertner  & Dovidio, 2000) but is not in contrast with the intergroup 
contact model (Brown & Hewstone, 2005). The latter model, in fact, points to the 
importance of positive contact between groups, where group differences are sali-
ent. In this case, the interest of researchers was instead in comparing the benefit of 
a superordinate identity with a condition in which groups are separated but do not 
engage in positive contact (see, for example, that interdependence between groups 
was positive in the common ingroup and dual identity conditions and negative in 
the categorization condition).
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Testing integrated contact models
We conducted two theory-driven experimental interventions aimed at testing the 
impact of contact models, specifically of the integrative models by Pettigrew (1998) 
and by Brown and Hewstone (2005) (Vezzali, Trifiletti, et al., 2019). Participants 
were ethnic majority (Italian) high school students, who interacted with minority 
(immigrant) schoolmates. While Brown and Hewstone’s (2005) integrative model 
does not have specific temporal requirements, Pettigrew’s (1998) model applies to 
first-contact situations, since it aims to indicate the different phases in which each 
categorization modality is more relevant starting from a zero-contact situation. 
Therefore, the interventions were conducted among first-year high school students 
and started a few days after the beginning of the school, before participants had 
time to have significant interactions with their new schoolmates.
Importantly, we assessed outcome variables both immediately (one week after 
the end of the intervention) and after a substantial amount of time (approximately 
six months after the intervention). Paluck et al. (2019) conducted a meta-analysis 
on contact interventions and were able to include only 27 studies that assessed out-
come variables after at least one day following the beginning of intervention; only 
17 of these studies assessed outcomes at least one day after the end of the interven-
tion. But as stated by Paluck et al., only these tests can be sufficiently meaningful 
to inform policy makers and practitioners of the societal relevance of theoretically 
driven contact interventions.
In the first intervention, we had four experimental conditions, which systemati-
cally varied decategorization and categorization, plus a control condition. To test 
Pettigrew’s (1998) integrative model, students engaged first in decategorization and 
then in categorization (decategorization-categorization). Common identity was not 
included in the factorial design: a multi-session intervention with three independ-
ent variables manipulated orthogonally would have been impractical to conduct. 
To test Brown and Hewstone’s (2005) integrative model, participants were asked to 
engage in decategorization and categorization simultaneously (decategorization+cate-
gorization). We also tested a condition of categorization followed by decategorization 
(categorization-decategorization), which constitutes a new way to integrate contact 
models and which fits with Brown and Hewstone’s (2005) basic principles. In 
fact, Brown and Hewstone (see also Hewstone, 1996; Hewstone & Brown, 1986) 
argued that individuals may be unable or unwilling to relinquish their social identi-
ties, which serve the important function of providing self-esteem (Tajfel & Turner, 
1979). Therefore, it may be unrealistic that a first-contact stage is characterized 
by decategorization, that is by attention to individual differences irrespective of 
relevant social identities such as ethnicity. We therefore tested whether reinforcing 
group identities in the first contact stage, by making them valued and important, 
can ensure generalization and a development of the intergroup relationship that 
makes abandoning group identity (decategorization) ‘safe’ at a second stage. This 
allows the formation of cross-group friendships, which can be high in intimacy, and 
have a strong interpersonal – or decategorized – component (Davies et al., 2011).
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The entire intervention lasted approximately one and a half months. In the first 
week, participants were administered a pre-test questionnaire. One week later, the 
researchers met them during classes and were presented with the first part of the 
manipulation. Specifically, they were asked to interact with their schoolmates in a 
decategorized, categorized, or decategorized and categorized way in the next two 
weeks (depending on condition) and were asked to work toward a task. They were 
also presented with examples and games that could help them understand instruc-
tions and perform the task assigned. To reinforce the first part of the manipulation, 
researchers came back to classes one week later, to discuss what participants had 
done in the previous week and continue the activities together. One week later 
(two weeks after the manipulation), participants were asked to write short essays on 
what they had learned about their schoolmates in the two previous weeks, again 
with the aim of reinforcing the manipulation. After finishing the essay, they were 
administered the second part of the manipulation, which asked them to interact 
with their schoolmates in the following two weeks in a categorized, decategorized, 
or decategorized and categorized way (depending on condition). Again, they were 
presented with activities and games that could be used to perform the task; rein-
forcements occurred one week (new session with researchers to continue activities) 
and two weeks later (essay), as in the first part of the manipulation (Figure 1.2).
Decategorization instructions focused on the importance of interpersonal 
characteristics and on the task of interacting with classmates on the basis of their 
individual qualities. In order to help participants understand the task and pro-
vide them with examples of questions that they may eventually use with each 
other, we provided them with the closeness generation procedure (composed of 
36 questions aiming to increase intimacy between partners by focusing on personal 
aspects; Aron, Melinat, Aron, Vallone, & Bator, 1997). Participants were also pre-
sented with activities and games that they could use to interact with classmates. For 
instance, the ‘Guess who’ game: each participant wrote three personal characteris-
tics on a sheet; sheets were randomly picked and participants had to guess whom 
the information referred to.
Categorization instructions were focused on the importance of group charac-
teristics, and participants were invited to spend the next two weeks interacting by 
asking each other questions about (ethnic) group characteristics. An example of 
a game students were invited to use was the ‘Guess where’: in this case, they had 
to report three characteristics of their group, and participants had to guess which 
country the sheet referred to.
The categorization+decategorization instructions placed importance on both 
interpersonal and intergroup aspects. In this case, instructions and activities were 
proposed twice, both in the first and in the second part of manipulation instruc-
tions. Activities and games combined corresponding activities and games of decat-
egorization and categorization. For instance, in the ‘Guess who and where’ game, 
participants were asked to report three personal and three group characteristics on 
the sheet, and classmates had to guess both the person and the group the informa-
tion referred to.




















































FIGURE 1.2 Timetable of the intervention procedure
Source: Vezzali, Trifiletti, et al., 2019, Study 1.
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We also included a control group where participants, in order to maintain 
consistency with the other conditions, were only asked to write the two essays 
(used in the other conditions to reinforce manipulation effects) (Figure 1.2).
As anticipated, departing from the majority of naturalistic interventions that 
often assess effects within one month from the end of intervention sessions (Lem-
mer & Wagner, 2015), we administered outcome measures both after one week 
and after six months. As outcome variables, in addition to common ingroup iden-
tity perceptions, we assessed some of the main variables used in contact research 
(Lolliot et al., 2015): quantity and quality of contact, cross-group friendships, inter-
group anxiety, outgroup attitudes. The choice to also include measures of contact, 
despite the fact that contact was manipulated, lies on the fact that a truly effective 
intervention should foster more frequent as well as positive contact and the forma-
tion of cross-group friendships; in other words, it should lead to social integration. 
These measures therefore reflected a self-reported behavioral measure.
Post-test results for quantity of contact, cross-group friendships, and inter-
group anxiety consistently revealed positive effects for the categorization-
decategorization condition compared to the control (effects failed to reach 
statistical significance for quality of contact and outgroup attitudes, although 
means were in the predicted direction). Effects for the other intervention condi-
tions were instead nonsignificant (with one exception: intergroup anxiety was 
lower in the decategorization-categorization condition than in the control). At 
the follow-up conducted approximately six months after the completion of the 
intervention the categorization-decategorization condition (vs. control) revealed 
positive effects for quantity of contact, cross-group friendships, and outgroup atti-
tudes (effects were marginally significant for quality of contact and nonsignifi-
cant for intergroup anxiety). Concerning the other conditions, only one effect 
emerged: cross-group friendships were higher in the decategorization-categoriza-
tion condition than in the control. Therefore, it seems that only the integration 
model we proposed, based on Brown and Hewstone’s (2005) model, is effective; 
evidence for the decategorization-categorization model was inconsistent.
To provide further evidence, we conducted a follow-up intervention, focused 
again on majority (Italian) first-year high school students. The procedure was simi-
lar to the one of the first intervention, with some important differences. First, since 
we sought to replicate the findings for the only condition that emerged as effective 
in the first study, we only included two conditions: categorization-decategorization 
and control. Second, we did not administer the pre-test. Further, we included a 
measure of contact behavioral (approach and avoidance) intentions, which is a 
proximal predictor of actual behavior (Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010).
Results generally replicated what we found in the first intervention, also includ-
ing measures of approach and avoidance behavioral intentions. Unfortunately, 
effects became nonsignificant at the delayed post-test. However, mediational analy-
ses revealed evidence of indirect effects, such that more positive quality of contact in 
the categorization-decategorization condition one week after the intervention was 
associated with more positive outgroup attitudes six months later.
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On the whole, these findings reveal modestly long-term effects on many rel-
evant variables identified by contact research. We believe these findings are espe-
cially noteworthy since they support the key role of categorization during contact 
and place importance on the need to combine contact models (categorization, 
decategorization) to strengthen contact effects. They suggest that categorization is 
important during the first stages of contact and especially that categorization that 
aims to value rather than diminish group differences can pave the path to more 
personalized interactions; once categorization is established in the first place, gen-
eralization of outgroup attitudes is possible even if the intergroup relationship then 
shifts to a relation characterized by more interpersonal features (cf. Van Ouden-
hoven, Groenewoud, & Hewstone, 1996).
Concluding remarks
In this chapter we focused on the importance of how to best structure the contact 
setting both theoretically and practically in order to maximize the generalization 
of the contact outcomes. In fact, implementing positive contact and acting on 
Allport’s (1954) optimal conditions may have distinct effects based on how this is 
(practically) done. First, different types of activities may be appraised differently 
and associate with different psychological processes. For instance, playing with out-
group members in a sport team may activate motivational processes and intergroup 
competition (which foster social cohesion; J. C. Turner et al., 1987), with differ-
ent consequences compared to working cooperatively with outgroup members 
on a school task. Second, individuals spontaneously engage in social categoriza-
tion (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Creating the conditions for positive contact to occur 
without considering social categorization suggests that individuals’ categorization 
processes will develop in a random and unstructured way, which may preclude 
positive contact effects and generalization.
Note that there are several factors that may moderate the impact of categoriza-
tion during contact. For instance, Eller, Abrams, et al. (2017) found in a three-wave 
longitudinal study that the effect of intergroup, superordinate, and dual identity 
levels of categorization depended on their interaction with the external structure 
(likely reflected in the normative context). Specifically, when the external struc-
ture favored segregation, contact at the intergroup level was more effective; when 
the external structure changed into integration, the dual identity level became the 
most effective. As an example, the fact that we did not find evidence for Pettigrew’s 
(1998) integration model (Vezzali, Trifiletti, et al., 2019) does not necessarily falsify 
its predictions. For instance, Pettigrew argues that initial decategorization serves the 
function of lowering intergroup anxiety. In our study, intergroup anxiety was low; 
possibly, Pettigrew’s proposed causal sequence applies to a greater extent in con-
flictual contexts, where extremely negative outgroup attitudes can prevent positive 
relations.
Concluding, we invite researchers to engage in theoretically driven experimen-
tal research in the field. The interesting challenges here are to identify different 
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ways to realize positive contact interventions and to conceptually differentiate them 
in order to understand relevant effects in depth. Although correlational and lon-
gitudinal studies in the field, paired with laboratory evidence, are important for 
understanding the effects of contact, only experimental naturalistic interventions 
informed by theory can advance the field practically and at the same time lead to 
more realistic and theoretically solid paradigms.
Note
 1 Throughout the book we use the terms ‘high-status’ and ‘low-status’ to refer to groups 
that are in an advantaged status position, have more power, and/or constitute the majority 
in the specific context; or instead are in a disadvantaged status position, have less power, 
and/or constitute the minority. These terms will be used interchangeably with the terms 
‘majority’ or ‘minority’, ‘advantaged’ or ‘disadvantaged’ groups.
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